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Abstract 

This article analyzes geopolitical dynamics in the Middle East in 

the context of competition and interaction between the US, China, 

and Russia, and examines the consequences of these processes for 

the states of Central Asia. The paper examines the key policy areas 

of these powers, including their energy, military, and diplomatic 

activities, as well as their participation in regional organizations 

such as the SCO and BRICS. Particular attention is paid to the 

events of 2024–2025, including the expansion of US military 

agreements with Middle Eastern allies, China's intensified activity 

within the Belt and Road Initiative, and Russia's strengthening of 

its position through strategic partnerships with Iran and Arab 

monarchies. Based on a comparative analysis, the study identifies 

the distinctive features of each side's approach and assesses their 

impact on the security, economic development, and political 

stability of Central Asia. The results of the study show that the 

region is turning into an arena of complex trilateral rivalry, where 

Central Asian states are forced to seek a balance between global 

power centers. 
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Introduction 

The Middle East region continues to be a source of intense geopolitical struggle and conflict 

between the interests of three world powers: the US, China, and Russia. Each of them uses 

different strategic approaches, stating that their goal is to change the balance of power in the 

region. Traditionally, these three powers have played a dominant role in the Middle East, and 

that is the reason to find a “happy medium” between partnership and growing competition 

for influence.  
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This work aims to analyze the transformation of political behavior and strategy choices of the 

US, China, and Russia in the Middle East and to identify the consequences that affect Central 

Asia in terms of regional security, energy route construction, and the formation of economic 

and social policies of the countries in the region. 

The transformational processes taking place in the Middle East have a significant impact not 

only on the internal processes of the countries in the region, but also, for example, on Central 

Asia, which has historically been perceived as a “buffer zone” between the West and the East. 

In the context of the US administration's active foreign policy, the situation in the region leaves 

much to be desired. China, in its turn, is exerting its influence through its economic presence, 

taking the initiative and creating projects such as the Belt and Road Initiative, and concluding 

energy deals with the most influential countries in the region (Saudi Arabia, Oman, Iran, etc.), 

while emphasizing its unwillingness to interfere in the political affairs of its [1]. 

As for Russia, it actively employs its instruments of hard power, primarily in Syria, and fosters 

partnerships with Iran, Turkey, and the countries of Persian Gulf [2]. 

At the present stage, the rivalry between the three powers is evolving into a form of hybrid 

competition. Economic and technological approaches complement traditional means of 

influence, such as diplomatic leverage and military presence. Central Asia lies between the 

interests of China, Russia, and the Islamic world, which makes it most vulnerable to external 

influence, while at the same time providing it with great opportunities to develop its own 

potential in the format of multilateral interaction. 

Methodology 

This study deploys qualitative and analytic research design to analyze the changing of the US-

China-Russia rivalry in the Middle East and its resulting challenges for Central Asia. The 

study is conducted through a systematic review of primary and secondary sources, including 

official policy documents, government statements, budgetary information, international 

organization reports, and analytical materials published by leading think tanks and journals. 

Sources published in 2024–2025 receive special attention to highlight contemporary changes in 

strategy, escalation, and conflict modalities between the great powers. 

This is a comparative analysis and case study methodology. The method of comparative 

analysis is employed to highlight both commonalities and divergences in the way three major 

powers approach strategic calculus within the territorial nexus, applying this analysis to 

critical sectors, including security, energy, diplomacy, and infrastructure development. 

Abstract: Through case studies like the 2025 Israel–Iran escalation, SCO statements, and major 

investment and security initiatives, the paper discusses how phenomena happening in the 
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Middle East create direct and indirect impacts on Central Asia. 

Additionally, the study applies a geopolitical risk assessment framework to clarify how 

external shocks originating from the Middle East are correlated with security, economic, and 

political risks in Central Asian countries. These are analysis of migration pressures, transit 

corridor disruptions, energy price volatility and shifts in foreign policy orientation. The 

methodology is interdisciplinary, blending international relations, security studies, and 

political economy. This design facilitates an understanding of how trilateral rivalry in the 

Middle East transforms Central Asia's strategic environment, constraining or broadening 

regional states' policy options. 

Result and Discussion  

US Strategy in the Middle East: Transformation of Presence and Approaches 

Recent years have seen a notable decline in US military presence in the Middle East. According 

to Pentagon data, in 2008 there were over 150,000 military personnel in Iraq, whereas by 2021 

this number had decreased to 2,500 (DoD News; CRS/Brookings). Biden's diplomatic reset has 

shifted focus from military intervention to fostering cooperation with regional countries, 

particularly in the energy sector. It is important to note that Foreign Military Financing (FMF) 

remains one of the key means of influence. As part of the US budget proposal for fiscal year 

2025 (FY 2025), FMF continues to be a significant instrument of American influence in the 

region [3]. According to the Foundation for Middle East Peace (2025), the draft budget allocates 

$3.3 billion to Israel, $1.375 billion to Egypt, and $475 million to Jordan. Simultaneously, the 

official report U.S. Security Cooperation with Israel highlights that Israel remains the largest 

recipient of US military aid, although more recent data on Egypt and Jordan are not specified 

in open sources [4]. 

Furthermore, according to Congress.gov (2025), the requested FMF funding for Egypt for 2026 

remains at $1.3 billion, demonstrating the stability of Washington's military commitments to 

key Arab allies [5]. It is noteworthy that in January 2025, the US administration issued an order 

to suspend most foreign aid programs, making an exception only for military funding to Israel 

and Egypt, which underscores their special strategic priority [6]. 

Financial assistance from the US government allows them to maintain their access to airspace, 

straits, and military bases, which helps to contain the influence of Iran and Russia.  

Moreover, the US is actively developing energy diplomacy in the region, establishing a route 

for gas supplies from Israel to Europe via the Mediterranean Sea, supporting Saudi Arabia in 

the development of hydrogen energy, and concluding agreements in the field of renewable 

energy technologies. In addition, growing competition with China in the technological sphere 
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has led to closer cooperation in the field of cybersecurity and the development of 5G 

infrastructure [7]. 

In addition to focusing on technological and energy cooperation, Trump and his 

administration are implementing a comprehensive approach to strengthen the US position in 

the Middle East. In addition to reassert its policy of “maximum pressure” on Iran, the White 

House has expanded sanctions against the banking and oil and gas sectors and restricted third-

country companies suspected of helping to circumvent sanctions [8]. Washington also initiated 

new long-term projects in the field of LNG supplies and hydropower, signing memoranda 

worth more than $15 billion. The above actions by Trump and his administration gave impetus 

to increased diplomatic activity and decisions in the region.  

Following Donald Trump's victory in the presidential election in January 2025, the escalation 

of the conflict between Iran and Israel gained new momentum. In the spring of 2025, Israel 

launched air strikes on IRGC targets in Syria, to which Iran responded with ballistic missiles. 

For the first time since 2006, military security measures were taken, resulting in hundreds of 

casualties on both sides [9]. Trump then visited Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the UAE, where he 

holds large-scale strategic talks, resulting in investment and defense cooperation packages 

worth a total of about $3.5 trillion, the suspension of airstrikes against the Yemeni Houthis, 

and the resumption of negotiations with Syria [10]. The conflict reaches its peak in mid-June, 

and on June 13, Trump publicly supports Israeli strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities, calling 

them “very successful.” Shortly thereafter, the US launches its own airstrike on the Fordow 

plant, while insisting on a ceasefire. Then, on June 23, Donald Trump announced a “historic 

ceasefire” that was reached thanks to mediation by the US and Qatar after Iran hit one of the 

US military bases in Qatar. Finally, in July 2025, the US president invited the leaders of the 

Persian Gulf countries to Washington for talks that led to new agreements in which the 

countries pledged to help promote Arab-Israeli rapprochement. In addition, Donald Trump 

warned Iran of possible serious consequences if the Iranian government continued its uranium 

enrichment program [11]. 

Against the backdrop of ongoing tensions between Israel and Iran, the crisis in the Gaza Strip 

escalated again in 2025, causing international concern. After a series of Israeli airstrikes in 

September, which destroyed infrastructure and killed hundreds of civilians, the region was on 

the brink of a major humanitarian disaster [12]. The international community's response was 

swift: in early October, Egypt proposed holding an international summit to resolve and de-

escalate the conflict. 

The summit was held on October 13, 2025, in Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt, and was attended by the 

leaders of Egypt, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, as well as representatives of the US, EU, China, 
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and Russia. The main topic of the meeting was the conclusion of a ceasefire agreement between 

Israel and Palestinian groups, as well as the coordination of humanitarian supplies to Gaza 

[13]. Donald Trump attended the summit in person and emphasized that “the US is once again 

becoming the guarantor of peace and security in the Middle East,” declaring the US's readiness 

to send additional humanitarian resources and support the creation of a temporary 

international administration in Gaza [14]. 

However, despite the positive statements, Iran's reaction was restrained. Tehran criticized 

Washington for attempting to dominate mediation efforts and stated that resolving the conflict 

would require Israeli withdrawal from Palestinian territories [15]. Russia and China supported 

Egypt’s initiative on Gaza, emphasizing the importance of multilateral settlement formats and 

the rejection of unilateral actions [16].  

China's strategy in the Middle East. 

China is implementing a strategy in the Middle East that focuses on economic factors, 

reinforcing it with technological concepts and a policy of non-interference in the internal affairs 

of Middle Eastern countries. China's policy differs significantly from that of the United States, 

as Beijing avoids military presence in every way possible, shifting its focus to energy, soft 

power, and infrastructure development in the region.  

On May 23, 2025, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization Media Forum was held in Urumqi 

(Xinjiang) with the organization's member countries, including Russia, China, Iran, and Saudi 

Arabia. The forum discussed issues related to information security and joint responses to 

challenges and problems in strengthening communication, symbolizing the expansion of 

China's initiatives to influence regional agendas [17]. Just a month later, on June 23, 2025, the 

SCO issued an official statement expressing serious concern about the growing tensions in the 

Middle East and calling for political and diplomatic solutions to avoid further escalation of the 

conflict [18]. These consistent steps demonstrate China's active transformational role — from 

observer to active mediator in regional security issues — and reflect its desire to secure its 

status as an alternative center of power while emphasizing its commitment to the principle of 

non-interference.   

China emphasizes the idea of “comprehensive security,” combining the principle of non-

interference with economic development, while promoting the Belt and Road Initiative as a 

framework for regional integration in the Middle East [19]. Also, at the summit, Chinese 

diplomats presented proposals for joint financing of large-scale infrastructure projects: the 

construction of railway corridors through Iran and Saudi Arabia, the modernization of ports 

in the Persian Gulf, and the creation of new energy networks and digital communications. 

In addition, Beijing is actively strengthening its energy diplomacy and signing long-term 
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contracts for oil and gas supplies and investments in renewable energy sources. Particular 

attention is also being paid to hydrogen technologies and the construction of solar and 

hydroelectric complexes in Oman, Saudi Arabia, and Iran [20]. At the same time, Chinese 

corporations are increasing cooperation in the field of high technology—cybersecurity, 5G, and 

artificial intelligence—creating technological dependence of key players in the region on China 

[21]. 

Against the backdrop of the gradual weakening of Western influence, China is shifting from a 

policy of “evasion” to proactive regional diplomacy. At the same time, it is acting as an 

arbitrator in negotiations between Iran and Arab monarchies, a strategic investor and supplier 

of advanced technologies, building its own game in international relations, where China's role 

as a key mediator is becoming systemic [22]. 

Russia in the Middle East: from confrontation to strategic partnership 

Russia's presence in the region is defined by multiple dimensions, including the 

implementation of military-political, military-technical, energy, and humanitarian projects. 

However, the intersection of interests with other actors in the region necessitates adjustments 

to the Kremlin's foreign policy. According to experts, the “scattered” nature of Russian foreign 

policy is determined by domestic political weakness and limited financial and economic 

capabilities. The armed conflict between Russia and Ukraine is of particular importance.  

It should be noted that Russia's military-political presence in Syria was not limited to military 

intervention. The government secured permanent access to the Eastern Mediterranean by 

signing long-term agreements with Damascus in 2017 to lease a naval base in Tartus and the 

Khmeimim airbase in the Mediterranean [23]. This step was an important part of Russia's plan 

to gain the status of a great power capable of competing with the United States and NATO in 

the region. However, the so-called successes of Russian support for Bashar al-Assad's Syrian 

government demonstrated the short-term and fragile nature of this approach, which was 

confirmed by the change in the Syrian leadership and Russia's loss of its former influence on 

Syrian politics.  

The Kremlin is actively developing cooperation with Iran, even though historically, relations 

between the two countries have been complicated. One factor contributing to their 

rapprochement has been their opposition to the spread of American influence in the region. 

The countries also coordinated their actions regarding Syria, holding consultations within the 

framework of the Astana Forum and strengthening military-technical cooperation in 2015-2020 

[24]. The deepening of economic cooperation with Iran was made possible in part by 

international sanctions. In 2023, the countries signed an agreement on expanding settlements 

in national currencies and building international branches within the North-South 
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international transport corridor, in which Iran plays a key role. At the same time, given the 

current situation, some experts are cautious in their assessments and forecasts regarding the 

future prospects of the BV region. 

Possible consequences of developments in the Middle East for the Central Asian region The 

actions of the three world powers against the backdrop of their constant competition create 

both significant risks and significant opportunities for the countries of Central Asia. On the 

one hand, the choice between major partners, increased defense spending, and dependence on 

global market fluctuations; on the other hand, diversification of export routes, foreign 

investment in infrastructure, and the opportunity to minimize the chance of a single center of 

power emerging. In practice, this affects the multi-vector policy of Central Asian countries, 

strengthening regional cooperation and forming a more active foreign policy that allows them 

to maneuver between Moscow, Washington, and Beijing [25]. 

Today, it is becoming clear that it is the actions and strategies of the three great powers that 

determine the key vectors shaping potentially dangerous trends in relation to the Central 

Asian region. Experts include among the factors that could have a negative impact on the 

stability and security of the Central Asian region the possibility of a migration explosion, an 

uncontrolled influx of refugees, an increase in drug smuggling, destabilization of the socio-

political situation in Central Asian countries, etc. (unemployment, economic aspects). 

Along with this, experts note a peculiar revival of interest and a return of attention from the 

American political establishment to the Central Asian region in the context of launching the 

mechanisms of the so-called “Greater Central Asia” project. This strategy provides for 

strengthening bilateral relations with Central Asian countries through the creation of security 

programs and various economic projects. In this way, the US is trying to reduce the region's 

dependence on Russia and China. The US sanctions policy towards Iran and its impact on trade 

routes is causing Central Asian countries to shift their settlements and transport flows to 

alternative corridors (the Caspian route, North-South) and increasing these states' interest in 

cooperating with Washington in the C5+1 format [26]. 

As for China, its energy and economic influence is directly changing the landscape of Central 

Asia. Debt instruments, contracts with the Persian Gulf countries and Iran, and investments in 

infrastructure are encouraging Central Asian countries to integrate into Chinese logistics. By 

increasing imports of Middle Eastern oil and concluding long-term deals, China is reducing 

price and logistical predictability for Central Asian countries, which are subsequently forced 

to adapt to Chinese transit strategies (Brookings Institution, n.d.) [27]. 

Moscow, in turn, positions itself as a guarantor of security in the region and seeks to increase 

the dependence of Central Asian countries on Russian collective security mechanisms through 
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its military-diplomatic activity. 

Competition between the three powers is also leading to the formation of new transport 

alternatives and changes in the investment priorities of Central Asian states at the logistical 

and transit levels. Tighter sanctions and strikes on sea routes in the Persian Gulf have made it 

important to develop the Caspian corridors and the Trans-Caspian North-South trade route. 

China is engaged in the construction of BRI land corridors through Iran and Kazakhstan, while 

the US supports projects in the South Caucasus that aim to “erode” the Russian and Chinese 

monopoly on transit (Ministry of Roads & Urban Development of the Islamic Republic of Iran; 

Carnegie), while Russia, in turn, is offering its own infrastructure projects (INSTC) and transit 

routes. 

Looking at the financial and economic aspect, it can be seen that the volatility of energy prices 

affects the budgetary stability of Central Asian countries due to the crises in the Middle East 

(in terms of tax revenues and export earnings). At the same time, Chinese loans and 

investments increase the debt burden of countries in the region and increase their debt 

dependence on Beijing (BRI Investment Report) [28]. 

Cultural and ideological aspects also influence the maintenance of internal balance. Middle 

Eastern narratives (including Islamic political ideology), information campaigns by regional 

players, and the financing of educational projects in the Persian Gulf countries are causing 

ideological competition within Central Asia. At the same time, Russian media (RT, Sputnik in 

Arabic, and Russian-language projects) and Chinese soft power through educational 

scholarships and economic projects are creating alternative ideologies and sources of influence 

(Yunus Emre Institute; RT/Sputnik observations). 

In order to strengthen stability, ensure security, and create conditions for sustainable 

development in the Central Asian region, the following is proposed: 

1. Development of multi-vector diplomacy — Central Asian countries should maintain 

balanced relations with the US, China, and Russia, avoiding excessive dependence on any one 

power center. 

2. Diversification of transport routes — developing investment policies and investing in the 

Trans-Caspian route, the North-South corridor, and alternative logistics routes will reduce 

vulnerability to blockages on Middle Eastern routes and subsequent damage. 

3. Strengthening regional cooperation — creating collective alliances and systems to respond 

to the consequences of Middle East crises will minimize external risks and reduce negative 

consequences. 

4. Economic adaptation to price volatility — the formation of stable funds and the development 
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of the domestic energy processing sector will reduce dependence on oil and gas price 

fluctuations caused by Middle East conflicts. 

5. Control of cultural and ideological influence — monitoring and regulating external funding 

of religious and educational projects to prevent radicalization and the spread of negative 

influences on security and stability in the region. 

6. Technological and informational independence — developing Central Asia's own analytical 

centers and media to create an independent agenda and counter any external propaganda. 

Conclusion 

The analysis shows that the role of China, the United States, and Russia, through the Middle 

East, is multi layered and systemic in Central Asia, working on political, economic, military, 

and cultural lines. The Middle East serves as a vital place for global energy flows, geopolitical 

competition, and channels of transit. Therefore, it functions both as a field of power 

competition as well as a conduit that transmits risks and opportunities to Central Asia. 

Washington expands its political reach by building alliance networks and implementing 

sanctions, whereas Moscow strengthens Central Asia's dependency through defense 

integration and infrastructure projects, while also reinforcing its role in the Middle East 

through diplomatic ties and military engagement. In return, China connects Central Asia to 

China through transport and energy networks with long term contracts in Iran and core couple 

of Arab states. 

Given that the escalation of tensions in the Middle East impacts Central Asia in the form of 

refugee flows, as well as the deepening of weapons and narcotics cross border smuggling 

networks, Middle Eastern developments are directly related to Central Asian stability and 

security. These risks are heightened when large powers seek to change the geopolitical status 

quo. Conflict during the 2025 Israel–Iran escalation quickly spread to Central Asia: even short 

regional conflicts can have significant effects on security policy, and this was reflected in 

enhanced security mobilization and military expenditure as well as tighter cooperation with 

external security partners. 

Ultimately, Central Asian stability in the long term will be contingent on the region's ability to 

exploit the cooperation of major powers amidst competitive pressure. While stabilizing 

domestic conditions and effective regional mechanisms are crucial factors that radical reduce 

the possibility of destabilization, preventative mechanisms still must be utilized if there is a 

modest chance for further degradation. 
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